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In the age of educational reform, the use of curricular and core competencies has been mandated 
by the province of British Columbia. Innovation, collaboration, and empowering educators to 
transform their practice to reflect these new competency-based and student-centered approaches 
to learning can be challenging. Understanding how to better support educators during this change 
may require time and space to rethink pedagogical practices and implement new strategies. 
Online Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are potential learning spaces for educators to 
collaborate in an innovative virtual setting. Through qualitative research, this study explored the 
phenomenon of members’ experiences of their participation in an online PLC involving 
secondary teachers working at the same school. Themes emerged that characterize their role 
within the core of the PLC, horizontalize their levels of participation (high, medium, and low), 
and identify the equitable supports required to strengthen that experience. In addition, 
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“When you misplace your passion, teaching is just an everyday job. This is what 
happened to me [three] years ago. Being an educator for 25 years, trying to survive an 
administration change and new curriculum implementation was a tough pill to swallow and I lost 
the spark of excitement for teaching” (Weatherby, 2019, p. 94). In this age of educational reform, 
curricular and core competencies had been mandated by the province of British Columbia “to 
prepare students for the future [so] the curriculum must be learner-centered and flexible . . . 
while supporting deeper learning through competency driven approaches” (BC Ministry of 
Education, 2016). To re-ignite my passion, I went seeking for and found a new school and a new 
position that aligned with my personal/professional identity. Innovation, collaboration, and 
empowering educators to transform their practice to reflect these 21st century competencies set 
out by the province was what this new school in the Fraser Valley of BC had to offer. “Go big or 
go home” is what a colleague and I had always said to each other, so I jumped in with two feet. I 
was excited and optimistic for my future.  
However, what I did not anticipate was the overwhelming feeling of helplessness in my 
first week there, as noted in this excerpt from my journal: 
I found myself floundering for the first time in many years trying to teach courses for the 
first time, incorporating technology in ways that I was not fully prepared for and was 
surrounded by colleagues that I felt no connection to. What have I done? What was I 




If someone needed help, guidance, or assistance I was more than willing to be that 
person. However, now I found myself in need of a coach and mentor myself. (2019) 
What transpired after that moment was eye-opening. I took to Twitter and enrolled in a three-day 
workshop at the beginning of the term to gain more insight and knowledge to evolve my practice 
to align with my values, the school district’s vision, and my new school goals. Realizing that this 
was not enough, I reached out to the most receptive teachers in my building: the newest teachers. 
They were the ones who came to my rescue. They not only helped me with all the technology 
and other issues I had when initially starting, but the collaboration sessions we had were 
reciprocated. This type of transformational learning through collaboration was the most 
impactful experience enabling me to grow in my practice. How could I now pay it forward and 
support others like me in their teaching challenges? 
Bridging the Gap  
As a reflective practitioner, I started to think back on the challenges I had faced when 
requiring support with the curricular/core competencies which included student-centered 
learning and technology. I could now identify how to communicate and come out successful 
during that transition. I knew it would be important to support and connect with others with 
similar challenges in my school and around the district. I decided that the next step for me would 
be to gain more leadership skills so I could be better equipped to bridge the gap I perceived in 
collaboration between teachers. Rinio (2019) explains that, bridging the gap between struggling 
unsupported educators and ones in the periphery to the main educational organization requires 
knowledge and resources that can be accessed/shared through collaboration to better support 
their students in the classroom. Finding a way to acknowledge, value, and support struggling 




networking ties and diversifying our collaborative members could bring new perspectives and 
learning to the group. With the need to bridge the gap between teachers and schools, teacher 
practice could improve in the 21st century backdrop of student-centered learning. This could be 
accomplished by attempting more innovative collaboration methods and understanding how to 
better support these teachers while collaborating to make these gaps seem smaller. This led me to 
my first curiosity: How could new and experienced teachers collaborate in a reciprocal 
partnership to learn and gain reliable strategies to meet the needs of the 21st century student?  
My Curiosity 
Creating an informal collaborative group of teachers to meet their learning needs was the 
next step.  I learned that our district leaders were conducting a book study using Wenger’s 
(1998) Cultivating communities of practice. Therefore, to align pedagogically with this district 
initiative, I took it upon myself to understand the essence of Communities of Practice (CoP) and 
used that theory as a starting point to initiate a collaborative group. CoPs are “collaborative 
informal networks that support professional practitioners in their efforts to develop shared 
understanding and engage in work-relevant knowledge building” (Hara, 2009, p. 3). This led me 
to my second curiosity: How could a collaborative group create a CoP that was based on their 
professional practice? 
In the 2020/21 school year, due to the restructuring of the school timetable and the need 
to understand blended learning strategies in response to COVID-19, collaboration time for 
teachers had increased to once a week. This Structured Learning Opportunity (SLO) every 
Wednesday afternoon allowed educators to re-examine how student-centered learning could be 
addressed in a virtual environment using Catlin Tucker’s (2020) Balance with blended learning. 




(built on the theory of CoP) based on their online learning needs and the blended learning 
strategies needed in their practice was upon us. Each online PLC meeting utilized our new 
district technological platform and allowed our members to join virtually and independent of 
place. The meetings started off with a student or teacher telling their story of an educational issue 
that was plaguing them. In response to their stories, the group members were free to ask to 
engage with the storyteller and ask questions and promote discussion related to their story. 
Immediately following, the group would learn a blended learning strategy from the Catlin Tucker 
(2020) book to help bridge the gap between the storyteller’s issue and how we as teachers could 
help alleviate that issue. My position in this online PLC was initiator, facilitator, and 
collaborator.  
My Inquiry 
My decision to create this online PLC was not initially motivated by a research project, 
but rather, by my own desire to grow as an educator and connect with my local community. 
However, as the online PLC grew and we continued to meet on a regular basis, I became 
interested in the way our members experienced the online PLC, which became my key guiding 
inquiry in this study. The most motivating aspect of my inquiry arose from my early observations 
of how members would interact with one another in various ways, either through using the text 
chat box or verbally, and with different levels of participation. Reflecting on these observations 
led me to question the usefulness of the structure of the PLC, the impact the learning during the 
PLC had on the members, and if the PLC was a good fit for the members.  
With my driving purpose being that of learning how to create, cultivate, and sustain PLCs 
online, I knew I needed to first understand how participants experienced an online PLC such as 




teachers experience their participation in an online PLC? To investigate this question, the 
following sub-questions served as more specific guideposts in my study: (a) How did 
participants engage in the online PLC? (b) How did the online PLC contribute to the growth and 
development in participants’ teaching practices? (c) What further supports did participants 
anticipate needing in an online PLC that would aid in their collaboration and learning 
experiences?  
In the literature that follows, CoP is explained, including an overview of membership 
roles and how members participate within that group. I then explain the differences between CoP 
and PLC and why I chose an online PLC for this study. 
Literature Review 
Given my focus on understanding participant experiences in an online PLC, literature that 
addresses how communities were created, how knowledge was distributed, and how members 
participated in such communities were of most interest. Given the nature of the context in this 
study, my literature review begins by exploring research pertaining to educational theory and 
models for learning communities. In this study, literature was used to describe theories such as 
CoP and models like PLCs. I first introduce CoP as a robust and comprehensive theory that 
describes the inner workings of a PLC. I then highlight the key aspects and implications of CoP 
and PLC as pertinent to the context and research question of this study in regards to membership 
roles and levels of participation of members in their learning community. 
Communities of Practice 
Learning communities such as CoP are “collaborative informal networks that support 
professional practitioners in their efforts to develop shared understanding and engage in work-




learning by Lave and Wenger (1991), who examined the interactions between novices and 
experts in group learning environments that involve apprenticeship. It was then further 
developed by Wenger (1998), who focused on describing the inner workings of CoP and the 
learning trajectories available to participants of such environments. While these initial framings 
of CoP described knowledge sharing in discussion groups that emerged organically within 
organizational settings, they were then used to develop guidelines for using CoP as a managerial 
tool for fostering CoP by Wenger et al. (2002). There are various ways to identify and cultivate 
CoPs, but for the purpose of this study, I turned to Hara’s (2009), criteria for defining a CoP: 
1. The group is made up of professional practitioners;  
2. The group develops a shared meaning;  
3. Continues as an informal social network;  
4. Maintains a supportive culture; and, 
5. The group engages in knowledge building for growth in practice aimed at supporting     
     supporting student-centered instruction.                     
Literature on CoP includes many theoretical tools that enable this study to analyze members’ 
participation in a CoP. Due to the limited nature of this study, I chose to focus on how CoP 
literature portrays member participation in terms of a pedagogy focus, membership roles, and 
levels of participation.  
Pedagogy Focus 
Wenger (1998) identifies three factors that separate ‘groups that engage in learning’ from 
a CoP. To be a legitimate CoP, the members must share a:  
1. Domain: group interest; 




     information, and engage in activities; and, 
3. Practice: sustaining interactions and addressing issues.   
The domain could involve incorporating a framework of dialogic pedagogy as an example of the 
group’s interest. Teo (2019) explains that in the 21st century, it is not enough to teach students 
what to learn, but rather, how to learn. Teachers are to adopt new roles as co-inquirers or even 
co-leaders with their students. In addition, teachers need to feel safe while engaging in a new 
pedagogy approach such as BC’s new curriculum. While engaging, teachers can reflect and 
become aware of their pedagogical learnings, and the discourse that ensues, which shapes their 
member identity (Barty, 2004). Limitations may arise when struggling teachers try to implement 
new pedagogical practices that are not supported (Martell, 2019; Voet & Wever, 2018). This is 
when forming a community to learn (to gain information and share ideas) and participate (to 
build relationships and collaborate) can support all the members of that CoP community. To 
further sustain that community, the members use their learning and implement it into their 
practice and, after coming back to the community and the cycle of learning, participating 
continues. Building a sense of belonging through social interactions, and building in supports to 
aid those members in their learning, allows the CoP to thrive and be sustainable. In what follows, 
membership roles within a CoP are reviewed including how learning and participating is viewed 
within these roles. 
Membership Roles 
Many organizations and groups take their time to learn and understand how to use a CoP 
effectively. For example, Bouchamma and Basque (2018) use Wenger’s (1998) social 
participatory components of CoP learning: learning by experience (domain/pedagogy), learning 




better collaboration. Each of these components of learning are experienced through the social 
interactions of the individuals as they engage with the group to acquire expertise. When 
participating, each member of the CoP has a role within the group. In the concept of legitimate 
peripheral participation introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991), individuals who are new 
arrivals to the group have the role of newcomers who have limited participation within the group 
and hover on the periphery of the community. These newcomers acquire sought after expertise 
from the long-term members whose role it is to be the core of the community as experienced 
practitioners in the field. I see this as a type of apprenticeship where membership participation is 
quite structured and may be restrictive. The experts reveal the essential skills in increments to 
train and coach the newcomers to do the job correctly and to do it well. As these newcomers gain 
mastery of knowledge and skills from the expert members in the CoP, the newcomer then moves 
towards the core of the group until they are provided with full participation status within the 
community (Lave & Wenger, 1991). I wonder if teachers were to adopt this type of membership 
participation, might newcomers lack autonomy, be confined to develop only the strategies the 
experts are familiar with, or stifle creative and innovative thought? 
Even though no two CoPs are alike, Pastoors (2007) explains that these newcomers, as 
well as experts in a CoP, observe the need to join the group voluntarily and to mutually engage 
in joint expertise, a shared repertoire, and negotiation. Joint expertise encompasses the idea of 
working together towards a common goal; shared repertoire refers to the common ideas, 
thoughts, and resources used by the group; and the members continue to negotiate meaning, 
learning, engagement, and participation within their community (Wenger, 1998). This is an 
evolved sense of membership roles within the community compared to the expert-newcomer 




mentorship where both mentor (expert) and mentee (newcomer) engage jointly in the learning 
and participation. This model can emerge as a bottom-up informal network, providing a sense of 
ownership amongst the participants which in turn may promote the willingness “to take risks, 
reflect on their failures and share successful programs and practice when they are involved in a 
CoP” (Luguetti et al., 2018, p. 857). Even though there still seems to be a hierarchical system of 
newcomer and expert competence to me, teachers here may have more autonomy, the freedom to 
develop new strategies from all members within the group, and even more so, creativity and 
innovation may flourish. As the mentees of the CoP may have more freedom to participate, I was 
curious to understand how the CoP theory categorizes both mentor and mentee participation. 
Levels of Participation 
Social participation within a group was characterized earlier as components of a CoP: 
domain, community, and practice. Within a CoP community, Wenger et al. (2002) explain that 
there are three main levels of participation:  
1. Core participants: members of the group that coordinate, lead, and are the heart of 
the community. 
2. Active participants: members that attend regularly and actively but not at the same 
intensity as the core. 
3. Peripheral participants: members who rarely participate due to time constraints or 
decreased competence level, but are not necessarily passive learners.   
Core participants are considered the experts and will most likely be the mentors of the group; 
they organize the community’s knowledge, and systematically develop a learning agenda that 
maps out what members know, still need to know, and what activities are needed to fill in the 




engagement and participation in the CoP. Active participants, or medium-level participants, are 
members of the group that may not have as much experience as the core, but exhibit a 
competence level that enables them to fully engage in the learning and participation that the core 
participants have organized. Finally, the peripheral participants are the low-level participants 
that, with limited knowledge and competence, mostly learn from the group and participate less. 
Wenger explains in an interview that as a member expresses competence in knowledge/skill, it 
will be reflected in their location within the levels of their community landscape (Farnsworth et 
al., 2016).  The movement of the members to a different level makes the community a dynamic 
cycle that is evolving through member engagement in their learning within a group (Zaffini, 
2017). This can be seen as a stewardship model where stewarding knowledge to the levels of 
participation outside of the core will bridge the gap, building capacity in the active and periphery 
level participants (mentees) to become more competent in their practice, and as an outcome, 
these members will show an increase in participation and move towards the core of the 
community (Wenger et al., 2002).  
 The focus on pedagogy, membership roles, and levels of participation of a CoP make it a 
social learning theory that can be used as a foundation for other learning communities such as 
PLCs. In what follows, PLCs are explained, including how they are similar to CoPs, and how 
they are different in terms of how they relate to member learning, membership roles, and levels 
of participation. 
Professional Learning Communities 
PLCs are collaborative teams that build capacity by focusing their collective efforts on: 
establishing a group purpose, gaining knowledge/skills, establishing criteria for success, taking 




process required to implement improvements, and use their time together effectively (Dufour, 
2007). This is similar to CoP in terms of the group’s purpose, gaining knowledge/skills while 
working interdependently, and engaging as reflective practitioners.  However, Dufour and Eaker 
(1998) refer to PLCs as being grounded in terms of learning organizations where groups of 
teachers that work in collaborative teams share the same vision and values of the school 
organization. Therefore, PLCs are defined around a specific focus or agenda based on the needs 
of the school organization/district.  
Building teacher capacity for learning within this type of collaborative group setting can 
create a culture shift within a school that emphasizes the importance of learning and teaching as 
an inclusive school-wide community (Murray, 2014). While CoP literature focuses on defining a 
theory of learning in such settings, PLCs focus on the implementation and the act of teaching in 
them (Adams, 2009).  
While CoPs were initially intended to be organically initiated, PLCs are often created by 
school administration leaders or teacher leaders who are the core of the community. These 
leaders assign a focus for the PLC to ensure alignment with the school’s vision and goals 
(Adams, 2009). Once the PLC is established, teachers are urged to join as members. The premise 
of a PLC is for teachers to work collaboratively to learn with and from each other and implement 
new teaching practices to improve student learning. This relinquishes the idea of formalized 
structure to leadership as a means of control (Harris, 2003), and enables the empowerment of 
shared leadership among teachers. However, according to the role of teacher leadership in PLCs 
researched by Lin et al. (2018), if a PLC possesses members with formal leadership roles in the 




practices and allow a release of control and power to allow teacher distributed leadership roles to 
emerge. 
 A distributive leadership model can also take on three major levels of participation by its 
members. Lin et al. (2008) explains these three levels: 
1. Brokering/mediating leadership role (High-level of participation): Core members that 
initiate and facilitate the PLC and serve as important resources and expertise.  
2. Participative leadership role (Medium-level participation): Active members of the PLC 
that foster a more collaborative way of working. 
3. Foraging leadership role (Low-level participation): Periphery-like members in the PLC 
who rely on learning opportunities that are based on close relationships with individual 
teachers. 
In a distributed leadership model, all members can find a way to learn and implement that 
learning by either coordinating, actively collaborating in a larger PLC setting, and/or finding 
individual connection within the PLC.  
If schools understand the importance of teacher collaboration and improving student 
learning, then traditional models of leadership (apprenticeship, mentorship, and stewardship) 
may need to be redesigned to better enable teacher autonomy and the reciprocal learning made 
possible when collaborating using distributed leadership. Since the context of this study involved 
a collaborative group formed using administrative supports within the school setting, and 
consisted of members with varying roles, the setting is best described as a PLC. However, CoP 
serves to enhance the analysis as it provides analytical tools with which to examine the domain, 




also offer descriptions of three levels of participation (high, medium, and low), which may serve 
as potential indicators of membership engagement.  
 The following methodology section introduces my phenomenological approach to this 
study, how I used interviews as my source of data, and an explanation of how coding provided 
insight into this online PLC and the levels of participation the participants exhibited. 
Methodology 
The key guiding question for this research was around how teachers experience their 
participation in an online PLC. A phenomenological approach was used in developing the study 
and the subsequent methods were carried out once the local online PLC was established. The 
participation of these teachers was shaped by “what they have experienced and how they 
experienced it” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 77). As such, these teacher participants had an 
understanding of their experiences without needing others to lead their thinking, perspective, or 
perception. This was important for me to be careful epistemologically, because the trust of 
members sharing their experiences required me to be close to my participants. This needed to be 
balanced with my need to ensure that their voices were the focus of this study. In what follows, I 
outline and describe the setting, participants, data sources, and analysis that were used to 
generate the results.  
Setting 
This study was conducted in a secondary school in the Fraser Valley of British Columbia.  
The school was situated in a densely packed suburban neighborhood that contained houses, 
condos, and amenities.  The teachers that worked at this school lived in many parts of the Lower 
Mainland and Fraser Valley. From these teachers, those who decided to join as volunteer 




collaborate, and gain/offer the support required to grow and develop new innovative skills for 
their professional practice. This PLC was conducted synchronously online using Microsoft 
Teams video meetings. This platform was supported by the school district as the main form of 
virtual staff communication. The PLC meetings were held every third and fourth Wednesday of 
the month when all staff in the district were given the autonomy to choose a collaboration 
activity in the afternoon as a SLO. The demand for teachers to be flexible and change their 
teaching practice to accommodate COVID-19 protocols in the schools required additional time 
for teachers to learn blended-learning strategies to assist with online learning, as well as 
collaborate and focus on mental wellness. This online PLC was divided into three main parts. 
The first part was for the PLC members to hold space and listen to one student and/or one 
teacher’s pre-recorded story of their perspective of a challenge they faced during school, the 
impacts it had on them personally, how the school/staff were supportive during their time of 
need, and what additional recommendations they could provide in moving forward at that time. 
The second part of the of the meeting allowed time and space for the PLC members to have 
direct communication with the student and/or teacher and ask questions, voice their concerns, 
and have authentic rich discussions about challenges we needed to address in the school. The 
third part of the meeting was to introduce a blended-learning strategy from the book, Balance 
with blended learning by Catlin Tucker (2020) that gave additional tools for teachers to support 
students and others with similar challenges in the school. 
Participants 
 
The online PLC consisted of 16 volunteer members who were teachers from the same 
school. These members ranged in age, years of teaching experience, course content area, and 




qualified to participate if they engaged in this online PLC. The cut-off point for my recruited 
participants was the first six participants who expressed agreement to the study's participant 
criteria of an online audio recorded interview. This limit was in place because of the time 
constraints of the study, the length of the interview, the limited scope of this research, and the 
small size of the PLC. This fell within Creswell and Poth’s (2018) recommendations of three to 
eight participants for phenomenological studies. The six participants who volunteered were sent 
an invitation to participate via email. Acceptance for participation in the research was voluntary. 
The rationale for having an online interview was two-fold. One, the PLC was already conducted 
online, so I was staying consistent with the expectations already established with the group. Two, 
due to the university’s research guidelines in response to COVID-19 research involving human 
subjects, ethics approval (see Appendix A) required interviews to be conducted online or over 
the phone. 
To identify and set aside my personal experiences and assumptions around participation 
in this online PLC, I focused on the participants’ experiences and worked to not let my “past 
knowledge be engaged while determining their experiences” (Giorgi, 2009; cited in Creswell & 
Poth 2018, p. 77). For optimal success, I needed to bracket myself out of this study. To do this, I 
kept a bracketing journal. This journal was hand-written and confidential. I recorded my 
observations before, during, and/or after the online PLC meetings. Examples of observations 
recorded included members in attendance; agenda items of the meeting; my thoughts, ideas, and 
questions from the online PLC; and the social interactions and participation levels of the 
members as all of these may have contained bias. This bracketed journal was used only for 





One data source was used in this study. This data source involved conducting individual 
interviews with the six participants by asking them questions about their experience in this online 
PLC. Interviewing the participants from the online PLC was how I chose to study the 
phenomenon and gain the perspectives of the participants’ experiences and participation levels. 
Polkinghorne (1989) explains that researchers should interview individuals who have all 
experienced the same phenomenon (as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 79). Moustakas (1994) 
recommends that the researcher needs to focus on participants as much as possible to get a 
perspective of the phenomenon. The following four strategies were how I attempted to get at the 
essence of my participants’ experiences: 
1. Interviewed six participants to get multiple perspectives and shared experiences that 
were independent of my own experiences. 
2. Asked five open-ended questions in the study that were not leading and only focused 
on their experience of the PLC. 
3. Each of the five questions had pre-determined follow-up questions. If the participant 
needed assistance expanding and sharing their experience in the moment, I did not 
ask something that was biased or leading during the interview. 
4. The questions I developed “led to a textual [what the participant experienced] and 
structural [how they experienced it] description of [their] experiences and provided an 
understanding of the common experiences of the participants” (as cited in Creswell & 
Poth, 2018, p. 79)  
The interviews took place in Zoom. They were audio recorded and transcribed using 
Otter.ai. To collect the data, the participants were asked to meet with me for one session, 




the PLC by answering a set of open-ended questions (See Appendix B for Interview Protocol). 
The participant was then given the interview transcript for review. The participant had the option 
to add, delete, or edit the transcript to ensure approval before the transcript was used as data in 
the project. Participants were told that the transcript would be anonymized by removing the 
participant’s name and any identifying information. At that time, the participants were given the 
opportunity to choose a pseudonym and pronoun of their choice. Once their member check was 
complete, the participant could not withdraw and their interview data were used in this project. If 
the participant withdrew before the member check, they could request to withdraw their 
interview data. During this study, all six participants completed their interviews and member 
checks, and their interview data were used. Participants were told that they could follow up with 
myself via email to learn about the results of the project.  
Analysis 
Coding, as defined by Creswell & Poth (2018), describes data analysis in qualitative 
research as preparing and organizing the data in the interview transcripts into a digestible word 
that characterizes the code so the researcher can generate themes and establish connections. In 
this study, coding was done to establish patterns that were then put on separate spread sheets to 
keep track of the code created. The code was developed by synthesizing the transcript, using 
direct quotes from the participants in the study. I established codes based on the quotes given by 
my research participants and these were then categorized into themes. My bracketing journal was 
used as a reference to further solidify the choice of code used. Careful consideration was taken to 
explore how these themes could be interconnected, “to capture the essence of the perception of 
the individual and overall group” (Saldana, 2009, as cited in Saldana, 2011, p. 104). I utilized 




First Level Coding 
I began with writing notes in the side margins of the transcript to explore emergent ideas 
from my participants’ experiences. These notes were “not just descriptive summaries of data but 
attempts to synthesize into higher level analytic meaning” (Miles et al., 2014, as cited in 
Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 188). From here, these ideas from the transcript and my journal 
formed descriptive codes in the form of a noun, and these “descriptive codes not only [helped] 
categorize but also index the… content for further analytical work” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 
cited in Saldana 2011, p. 104).  
The next step was to insert each of the six transcripts into a separate Excel spreadsheet so 
that the transcripts could be analyzed one line at a time. Each line was assigned one of these 
descriptive codes where applicable. After all transcripts were coded in this fashion, I noticed that 
some of the codes were similar in meaning to each other. As a result, these codes were grouped 
together to narrow the total number of descriptive codes down to a manageable count of 20. 
Finally, these codes were alphabetized and the frequency of each code in each transcript was 
recorded.  
The transcripts were again analyzed line by line but this time using a values coding 
system. This type of coding system was used to determine what a participant felt was important 
in relation to how we think, perceive, and feel about ourselves and other’s ideas. Thus, values 
coding exposes the “intrapersonal, interpersonal, and cultural constructs” (Saldana, 2011, p. 105) 
that shaped the participant’s experiences and the way they felt about that experience. The only 
three words used in this coding system were value, belief, or attitude. Based on Saldana (2011), 
the way the line in the transcript was to be defined as a value, belief, or attitude was as follows: 




2. Belief: What we think and feel to be true or necessary (personal 
knowledge/experience). 
3. Attitude: An evaluative way we think and feel about ourselves, others, things, and 
ideas. 
When a line in a transcript was given a values code, it also took on the original 
descriptive code word already tagged to that line previously. After each transcript was coded for 
values, the codes were then reverse alphabetized. This grouped the participants’ quotes, so all of 
their value codes showed up first, followed by belief codes, and finally attitude codes. Using 
these grouped value coded lines, their linked descriptive code word frequency was recorded.  
Second Level Coding 
The first level coding classifications were then grouped into themes to establish a more 
detailed world view or experience of the participant. Careful consideration was taken in choosing 
these themes to explore the interconnectedness, and “capture the essence of the perception of the 
individual and overall group” (Saldana, 2009, as cited in Saldana, 2011, p.104). This deeper 
understanding enabled me to try and decipher the phenomenon of the participants’ experience of 
their participation in an online PLC. Based on both Wenger and Lave (1991), with their concept 
of legitimate peripheral participation in CoPs, and Lin et al. (2018) with their distributed 
leadership participation in PLCs, membership participation was subdivided into three different 
levels (high, medium, and low).  
Participation Levels. Since the CoP and PLC literature indicate that participants have 
different levels of participation, I decided to parse my participants into these levels. Levels of 
participation were established based on Wenger et al.’s (2002) levels of participation. I scanned 




participation during our online PLC meetings?”)  and looked for sample phrases that participants 
used that aligned with High, Medium, and Low participation levels. Furthermore, I determined 
the participants with High and Low-level participation designation initially since those were the 
extremes and easier to identify. If any participant did not fit into those two categories, then they 
were placed into the medium-level participation (see below for an explanation of this process). 
1. High-level Participation 
a. Wenger et al. (2002): Core participants manage the discussion, have the highest 
level of engagement, and are most verbal during their participation. 
b. Sample phrases that captured this in the transcript: “sharing lots of ideas,” 
“actively posing questions,” “offering feedback,” “facilitating conversations,” and 
“offering different perspectives.” 
2. Medium-level Participation 
a. Wenger et al. (2002): Active participants engage and verbally communicate 
during their participation but not to the extent of the High-level participants. 
b. Sample phrases that captured this in the transcript: “having something to 
contribute,” “trying to ask more questions,” and “how to further improve their 
participation.” 
3. Low-level Participation 
a. Wenger et al. (2002): Peripheral participants are those whose engagement and 
verbal communication during their participation is limited to none. 
b. Sample phrases that captured this in the transcript: “prefer listening to talking,” 
“having things to say but did not say anything,” and “the conversation moving on 




Once the participants were placed into their appropriate level of participation, then the 
descriptive codes and values codes of the participants were analyzed within and across these 
participation levels. The descriptive codes were used to characterize each level of participation in 
this PLC by considering only those descriptive codes that were shared by participants in the 
same level. The values codes were used to further nuance these findings both within and across 
levels. When considering participants within the same participation levels, the values code had to 
be shared by at least one member of each participation level before it could be used. If the code 
passed this criterion, then the frequency of those values codes was recorded, and the 
commonalities of those codes gave rise to additional categories both between and for all 
participation levels. Taken together, these findings were interpreted to develop insights into 
participants’ perceived participation in the PLC examined in this study. 
Results 
The six participants of this study were divided into three different participation levels 
(High, Medium, and Low). Once parsed into these three categories using sample phrases taken 
from their transcripts, the participants’ descriptive and values codes were used to examine the 
characteristics shared between participants of the same participation level, as well as between 
participation levels. 
Descriptive Experiences by Participation Levels 
Using descriptive codes only, perceptions of the participants’ experience in the online 
PLC by participation level were analyzed.  “Alma” and “LK” were categorized as High-level 
participants, “Kristen” and “Joe” were considered Medium-level participants, and finally, 




explanation of the participants at each participation level and the characteristics that place them 
into that level follows. 
Participants Exhibiting High-Level Participation 
Alma was a teacher with less than five years of teaching experience. She was confident 
with using the new BC curriculum and using a student-centered approach in her classroom. Even 
though she had limited experience in the classroom, her values guided her in personal and 
professional decisions. One value she held was a strong mindset for learning, and she was not 
afraid to ask difficult questions that would help propel her forward in her practice. Alma has, 
“challenged people by posing questions and then reflecting” on their responses. This value that 
she exhibited during our online PLC meetings led her to share ideas, collaborate, challenge the 
norm, and listen to a diversity of perspectives. Her role in this online PLC was acting as 
facilitator of the weekly discussions. In this role, she would initiate conversational topics, kept 
the focus of the conversation, and provided smooth transitions into the next topic. She strove to 
go a step further and continued the PLC conversational topics using social media as an additional 
platform to share, learn, and listen. 
LK was a teacher with five years of experience in the classroom. They were actively 
using the new BC curriculum in their student-centered teaching practice. From our online PLC 
meetings, it became obvious that LK was seeking guidance and feedback from collaborative 
partners to be able to gain the confidence required to continue to push boundaries and challenge 
traditional ways of teaching. LK battled with, “anxiety and depression so having those constant 
affirmations really helps.” LK described themself as wanting to “stir the pot” and play devil’s 
advocate at times to encourage participants to not only state their opinions, but also back up their 




change” so LK (coming from a place of curiosity) “offered a contradictory call-out” statement so 
the teacher could explain their perspective to the group. They wanted to push people’s thinking 
during our collaborative discussions. They honored a diversity of perspectives by listening and 
ensuring oppressed voices were heard. By using a mindset for learning, they were always 
learning how to gain more innovative tools that would allow them to challenge the privileged so 
that those student and teacher voices could be brought to the forefront. 
Characteristics of High-Level Participation. When asked the question, “How do you 
view your participation in this PLC?” during their interviews, Alma and LK both referred to 
challenge as a characteristic that the PLC provided them with. The descriptive code challenge 
referred to an opportunity that pushed individuals to better themselves and others in their 
professional practice. For LK, the PLC offered them a way to challenge others. It was a way of 
“finding middle ground, so when [they] switch into [their] devil’s advocate mode and push a 
little bit…poke at their buttons to see why that’s happening and then come back to intrigue their 
curiosity.” By challenging other’s thoughts and ideas, LK offered an alternative perspective for 
others to ponder which could spark new understandings of those ideas. On the other hand, Alma 
noted that the group itself offered her challenge since she was able to encounter and be 
challenged by others’ diverse opinions:  You “pose a question and you can get discouraged, but I 
think in this [PLC] I've been feeling pretty inspired just because it's been so diverse [with] so 
many different perspectives and people.” Alma challenged herself to pose difficult questions 
even if she did not receive the response she wanted or expected. It was in that moment of 
vulnerability that, when she listened to other’s perspectives, she found new understanding and 




Although LK experienced challenge as questioning others’ opinions, Alma experienced it 
as questioning herself. The thought of challenging viewpoints and seeing ideas from a different 
perspective was a commonality of High-level participants only. Other characteristics of High-
level participants which they shared between other participation levels were collaboration, 
listening, and a mindset for learning. These shared characteristics will be reported later on in this 
section. 
Participants Exhibiting Medium-Level Participation 
Kristen was a teacher with less than five years of experience. She used the new BC 
curriculum and continued to develop her growth mindset in her practice by slowly releasing 
traditional ways of teaching to allow for a more student-centered approach in her classroom. It 
was important for her to be able to choose the collaborative groups she worked with so she could 
find connection and relevance in her practice. She had chosen this online PLC to share ideas that 
had an impact on her learning and to receive the feedback required for professional self-
improvement. She explained that in the meetings she was able to fully engage. She “put directly 
into [her] practice the next day or thoughts [she] had, continued to trickle down into [her] 
practice.” If this opportunity for learning and implementation was not achieved during the 
meeting, then she would disengage, become a passive learner, and not actively participate.  
Joe was a teacher with 20 years of teaching experience. Over the last 5 years, he had been 
using his growth mindset to learn and transform his practice from a traditional to student-
centered model. He had reached out to other PLC groups in the past for collaboration and 
connection with educators that taught similar courses. However, he found himself feeling 
disengaged when the innovative ideas he put forward were not accepted. He joined this online 




note if his practice aligned with others in the school. Joe spoke in his interview that, “we need to 
respect each other, have no judgment… talk online to see what [other educators] are doing in 
[their] classrooms…and use some of the same methods [so I can] learn from other 
people…otherwise we are [just] spinning our wheels and not moving forward.” After the online 
PLC meetings, he sought out participants he connected with to further the discussion and 
collaboration. He contributed to the discussions and asked good questions during conversations 
but was not a firm believer that online communication within a PLC would continue; he 
considered it a “stopgap” that would only last until after the restrictions from the pandemic were 
lifted. Even though Joe found himself disengaging at times due to past events and not fully 
committed to long-term online PLC communication, he actively collaborated and shared during 
PLC meetings.  
Characteristics of Medium-Level Participation. An experience that was common to 
Medium-level participants was the feeling of connection. In the context of this study, the word 
connection took on the meaning of an individual who identified a need for positive learning 
experiences through social and/or content interaction. Both Kristen and Joe shared this 
characteristic with each other, but it was not recorded in any other participation level.  
Joe found connection to be “going in and talking to someone…talking about their 
thing…[bringing] up something about my day, and then learning something that makes my 
teaching a little better.” Finding personal connections with group members was a requirement for 
Joe before his learning could even begin. Kristen experienced connection not with individuals in 
the group like Joe but finding connection in the topic being discussed. She described the “feeling 
of excitement when you are engaged for that topic.” For Kristen, the emotions connected to her 




participants which they shared with other participation levels were collaboration, disengagement, 
and a mindset for learning.  
Participants Exhibiting Low-Level Participation 
Landon was a teacher with 20 plus years of teaching experience. He realized that he was 
not growing in his practice and decided to change schools to surround himself with other 
educators who shared the same growth mindset. He was eager to transform his practice to a 
student-centered model using the new curriculum and joined this online PLC to listen to other 
perspectives, reflect on those ideas, and then continue his learning on his own time by reading, 
listening to podcasts, and implementing new teaching strategies into his practice. He found 
himself disengaging and not communicating during the meeting. Landon felt his contributions 
were just an iteration of what had already been said and did not feel that repeating the same 
comment was useful for group learning. “You do not want to just ramble…so you [want to] 
bring something new to the conversation.” He also felt stagnant in his ideas during the meeting 
and needed time to process. Landon, “was a good listener…took time to think about what to say 
but then it felt like you needed something profound to say.” He needed additional time to reflect 
on the discussion before he could form new or thought-provoking ideas.  
Onetreehill was a teacher with 20 plus years of experience in the classroom. He was an 
educator who valued growth mindset and a diversity of voices, and had used it to better his 
practice over the course of his experience. His classroom was welcoming to all students, enabled 
students to be the center of their own learning, and allowed them to find relevance while using 
BC’s new curriculum. He joined this online PLC to listen to the diversity of voices in the school 
and reflect on ideas shared in the meetings. He described himself as a “wallflower” during online 




contributions because he could not find a window of opportunity to share his ideas. As time 
passed, Onetreehill felt that the moment had slipped away, that the conversation had moved 
forward, and he disengaged from the discussion. His increased disengagement left him to only 
listen and reflect independently.  
Low-Level participants such as Landon and Onetreehill stayed back in the shadows, 
referred to themselves as a “wallflower,” and listened to the conversations with minimal to no 
visible collaboration or connection with the other group members. In the following section, 
characteristics shared by Low-level participants emerged from the interviews when asked how 
they viewed their participation in this online PLC. 
Characteristics of Low-Level Participation. When looking for commonalities between 
these participants, what emerged from the data was how both individuals viewed their 
participation in this online PLC as a reflective experience. The word reflection was defined as a 
process that an individual went through when new ideas were considered in which deeper 
thought was required. This characteristic of reflection was shared amongst the Low-level 
participants but with no other participation level.  
Reflection, according to Landon, was defined as: 
Thinking about how it applies to me and my classroom…or with teaching strategies…or 
just trying to take what someone else is saying and apply it to a personal situation and 
then figure out if I agree or disagree or share that thought.  
Onetreehill referred to reflection as sitting back, “becoming a wallflower,” allowing the 
conversation to move forward, thinking about what was being said without adding to the 
conversation. Landon and Onetreehill both saw reflection as processing their thoughts on the 




discussed by these two participants, it became a characteristic in the Low-level participation 
category. In the following section, the characteristics shared between levels of participation 
discussed. 
Characteristics Shared between Levels of Participation 
Although each participation level characterized their experience differently (as discussed 
above), further analysis of the data revealed characteristics these participation levels shared with 
each other. Below are the characteristics that High, Medium, and Low-level participants shared 
with each other. 
Collaboration. As mentioned above, High-level and Medium-level participants both 
verbally and actively engaged in this online PLC more than Low-level participants. To this end, 
it was not a surprise that both participation levels shared the experience of collaboration with 
each other. Collaboration in this study was defined as the cooperation between individuals 
working on a mutual activity which enabled them to share, learn, implement, and grow in their 
practice. 
Since the platform that was used for this online PLC was Microsoft Teams, meetings 
mainly consisted of virtual discussions and verbal collaboration between members. 
Collaboration was described by High-level participants as “answering questions, posing 
questions…giving feedback… sharing my own stories” (Alma) and “implementing things as 
soon as I can…after the last meeting where we talked about projects” (LK). High-level 
participants were actively engaging in the collaboration process by verbally communicating with 
each other, sharing ideas, and using it in their practice. To Medium-level participants 
collaboration was “being able to choose to talk with individuals and that feeling when you are 




collaborate…[to] get excited about things” (Joe) and learn from each other. With both 
participation levels, collaboration was a two-way street that required conversation, being open to 
diverse perspectives, and trying new ideas. 
Disengagement. Both Medium-level and Low-level participants experienced some 
disengagement during their online PLC meetings. Disengagement was defined as the withdrawal 
of partial or full participation in the online PLC. This withdrawal could be communicative or 
emotional in nature. From Medium-level participants, Kristen’s perspective of disengagement 
was described as feeling “distracted…not really being involved in what’s actually 
happening…[not] really adding anything to the conversation.” Joe went on to describe how 
sometimes the process “didn’t seem useful to [him] partly because it seemed artificial,” without 
real face-to-face interaction. Both Kristen and Joe were feeling disconnected from the group. 
Kristen seemed to be disengaged from the group’s conversation and Joe felt a personal 
disconnect. From Low-level participants, Landon’s perspective of disengagement was his 
experience of “feeling like you have to have something profound to say because you just don’t 
want to ramble” and pulling away from contributing. Onetreehill was worried that too much 
“time goes by, and you haven’t said anything, it become more and more difficult” to share. Both 
Landon and Onetreehill felt self-conscious about their contributions or lack thereof. Whether it 
was distraction, feeling artificial, or the thought of being judged, both Medium and Low-level 
participants shared the characteristic of disengagement.  
Listening. Even though High-level participants verbally communicated more than Low-
level participants, they both still considered listening a characteristic they experienced as a PLC 
member. In this study, listening was explained as opening up the space and allowing others to 




level participants as “holding space…and [giving] other people the opportunity to speak because 
I want to hear what other people have to say” (Alma); “if I constantly ask questions nothing is 
going to happen out of that so… I pull back and listen, and try to understand” (LK). However, 
both conveyed that it was difficult for them to either hold space or pull back in moments when 
there was silence and no one was communicating.  
Low-level participants refer to listening as their main form of engagement and said, “if 
you called on me, I would answer but I would probably more often just listen” (Landon). Even 
when they “know they have things to say,” (Onetreehill) they may choose to listen and process 
during this online PLC. It was an interesting dynamic that formed between High-level 
participants who purposefully held back their voice to listen and the Low-level participants who 
purposefully listened to not hold back other voices.  
Mindset for Learning. Having a mindset for learning was the most common experience 
as it was characteristic across all participation levels. Mindset for learning in the context of this 
study meant that the participant came into the process with the openness, the curiosity to 
understand why, and the intention to learn (attempt a new skill or strategy to grow in their 
practice). Mindset for learning was described by the High-level participants as, “curiosity and 
wanting to learn more…understand what is happening and move forward” (LK) and “feeling 
inspired because it’s been so diverse and so many different perspectives and people that are 
open-minded” (Alma). Curiosity, inspiration, and open-mindedness were words that High-level 
participants chose to use to explain their experience in this online PLC. These words, used in this 
context, depicted an individual who was willing to ask why (curiosity), willing to try new things 
(inspiration), and willing to see things through a different lens (open-minded). Medium-level 




and that with the “thoughts that I have, maybe I don’t need to have the answer. I can just add 
another question” (Landon). Low-level participants seemed to be open trying new things that 
were not yet in their toolbox of strategies. Together, the High, Medium, and Low-level 
participants exhibited being curious, inspired, and open which were the hallmarks of a mindset 
for learning.  
Summary 
Participants in this online PLC were categorized by their participation as a High, 
Medium, or Low-level participant (see Table 1). The numbers in Table 1 refer to the frequency 
of the descriptive codes that were used to parse the participants into these levels. Each level of 
participation had an experience they shared within their own group (High – Challenge, Medium 
– Connection, Low – Reflection). Other experiences were shared between participation levels 
(High/Medium - Collaboration, Medium/Low – Disengagement, High/Low - Listening). All 
participation levels shared the experience of a mindset for learning. These experiences, perceived 
by the participants, were recorded using interview question four (How do you view your 
participation in this online PLC?).  
We have looked at participation levels and how participants characterized themselves 
through my analysis using descriptive coding. I now turn to values coding to look at how 
participants in their participation levels valued their experience of this online PLC. 
Valued Experiences by Participation Levels 
Through a values coding of the transcripts, themes emerged from the data. Themes such 
as community, diversity of perspectives, and protocols were valued experiences shared by all 





Table 1  
Summary of High, Medium, and Low Participation Level Characteristics 
 
affirmation were valued experiences shared between participation levels. The following sections 
explain these shared, valued experiences. 
Valued Experiences Shared by all Participation Levels 
Values coding revealed commonalities across all participation levels and all participants: 
Community, Diversity of Perspectives, and Protocols. Community was defined in the context of 
this study as a group of individuals that shared common goals and interests, where their voices 
could be heard and participants felt a sense of belonging. Community, as Alma saw it, was for 




[could contain] more than just teachers…including support staff and administration…district 
staff so it’s a whole community.” Landon shared this view and added that, “we are used to 
having people around us and constantly talking about things all the time… with other teachers.” 
While talking and sharing ideas, Joe spoke about how “we need to respect each other and treat 
each other as if we were a family.” Belonging to a community such as this online PLC was 
deemed a valuable experience when there were a variety of individuals that shared, 
communicated, and respected one another. 
Diversity of perspectives was defined as a range of many voices, thoughts, and ideas 
coming from an array of backgrounds such as culture, gender identity, age, etc. Teachers like LK 
made it clear that we needed a place to hear many voices to help us move forward in our 
practice. LK viewed a diversity of perspectives as “allowing different participants to bring 
different points of view” into the community.  “Diversity is a strength and [should be] 
everywhere” (Kristen) and at every level of our education system. This strength in our diversity 
could come from, “accepting who we are and what we are all about and what each other is 
doing… so we can move forward together” (Onetreehill). All participation levels valued the 
opportunities for a diversity of perspectives that were vital to a strong and vibrant PLC 
community.   
When you belong to a community and there is a diversity of perspectives, protocols or 
procedures needed to be put into place that allowed meetings, conversation, and ideas to be 
shared. It was important to have these protocols in place so that there could be a structure 
followed enabling all voices to be heard. Structures such as online tools, technological platforms, 
or rules to follow were just a few examples of these protocols used in this PLC.  “A good 




needed…to communicate online” (Joe) more efficiently. As an example, Onetreehill shared his 
dilemma when trying to get into the conversation but could not find the opportunity and needed 
“one of those buttons that [he] was not aware of… to raise [his] hand.” Sometimes the platforms 
available to the PLC was not a good fit for the community and people like LK voiced that the 
group could, “get different software or programs… to [converse] in a more creative manner and 
grow in different ways.” All participation levels valued protocols such as communication 
supports, features to signal a willingness to participate, or new programs that enabled all of these 
to occur when participating within their community.  
Valued Experiences Shared Between Participation Levels 
During values coding, there were experiences shared between certain participation levels. 
Intentionality was shared by High and Medium-level participants, acceptance was shared 
between Medium and Low-level participants, and affirmation was shared between High and 
Low-level participants.  
Intentionality as a Shared Valued Experience.  Intentionality could be defined as being 
purposeful with your thoughts and actions. The valued experience of intentionality that was 
shared by both High and Medium participation-levels was explained by Joe as, a consideration 
that should be practiced by all “learning communities where people strive to be learners and to 
teach to their best of their ability…and to reach out to people about relationships…to invest 
some time…consider your audience and their strength and weaknesses.” Being a positive 
contributor to a group, you were coming in with the purpose to learn, build relationships, and 
invest your time and effort in doing so. LK recalled beginning to “refine and share big ideas, 
[having] it seen from many points of view… and [also] trying to be the kind of person that 




of community and the diversity of perspectives it offered, the High and Medium participants 
came into the online PLC with the intention of collaborating, all of which required an intentional 
mindset for learning. 
Acceptance as a Shared Valued Experience. When coding the interview transcripts, 
acceptance was defined as the feeling of being welcomed and being acknowledged as a valued 
member of the group. The valued experience of acceptance that was shared by both Medium and 
Low participation-levels was described by Onetreehill as, “finding ways for us to all be really 
accepting of who we are, what we’re all about and what each other is doing…and it is good 
learning for [him] to think that it opens up borders and windows as well.” Being open to 
accepting people in the moment is also an experience shared by Joe. He noted that “our 
educational goals and desires may get in the way of each other sometimes, and that it fine. If you 
want to make something good, you need to invest that time.” Having an open mind to other 
members of the group and their practice allowed everyone to understand where people were 
coming from personally and professionally.  
Affirmation as a Shared Valued Experience. Affirmation was something that existed 
and was thought to be true or valid by the group and worth pursuing. The value of affirmation 
that was shared by both High and Low participation-levels was explained by Landon as, 
“thinking about a [topic] on his own, but if five other people are thinking about it too then maybe 
it is something that [he] could spend more time looking into.” It was affirming that if others were 
interested in what they were doing in their practice, then it was worth the time and effort to 
continue along that trajectory. LK described “having those constant affirmations really helps 
[them] push through a lot. It feels motivating to hear that all these points of view may correlate 




classroom was similar to what they were doing as well was a valued experience that could help 
them push forward in their learning journey.  
Each participant at all participation levels shared the valued experiences of community, 
diversity of perspectives, and protocols. Other valued experiences were shared between 
participation levels (High/Medium – intentionality, Medium/Low – acceptance, and High/Low – 
affirmation). The following section provides a summary and figure that attempts to represent 
these experiences of the participants. 
Figure 1 





Summary: Unity in Diversity 
When taking a look at all of the descriptive and values codes from participant interviews, 
I began to see unity within their diversity. While there were characteristics that made each 
participant level unique, there were characteristics that overlapped with other participant levels, 
and values that interconnected as well. Figure 1 above attempts to illustrate all of those 
intersections. A Venn diagram was used to illustrate those characteristics that were unique, and 
those that were shared amongst participants. The values that connected different participation 
levels together were listed on the outside of the circle, and the values that connected to all the 
participants were placed on the inside edge of the triangle. I felt it was important to illustrate how 
these characteristics and values unified a diverse group of participants in terms of their 
participation.  
Discussion 
Using a two-level coding system, three themes emerged from the data. These have shed 
new light on how the participants experienced participation in their PLC and the supports 
required to sustain it. These three themes challenge the existing literature regarding CoP to some 
degree. The following sections will explain the connections to CoP, and describe how these three 
emergent themes inform current literature. 
Connection to Communities of Practice 
In a CoP as described by Wenger (1998), educators are able to distribute knowledge, 
share ideas, participate together, and experience their learning through social interactions. These 
experiences occurred in this online PLC community. As demonstrated in the results section, the 
six participants in this study were observed to contribute to the PLC at different levels, whether it 




revealed that Alma and LK emerged as High-level participants, characterized by their desire to 
be challenged or to challenge others in the group, and to view ideas from a different perspective. 
The participants, Kristen and Joe, who were in the Medium-level participation category, showed 
the characteristic of connection in response to having people to collaborate with or feeling 
personally connected to the ideas being discussed in the meetings. Finally, Landon and 
Onetreehill as Low-level participants shared the characteristic of reflection in terms of allowing 
time to process and to give space for others to share so they could ponder their new learnings 
from the group. These three levels of social interactions (High, Medium, Low) corresponded to 
the levels of participation previously described in the literature by Wenger et al. (2002) as core, 
active, and periphery, respectively. Both Wenger’s core participants and this study’s High-level 
participants coordinated, led, and were the heart of the community’s discussions. Active and 
Medium participation-levels attended regularly and actively engaged in the group’s activities, but 
not at the same intensity as the core level participants. Both periphery and Low-level participants 
rarely participated, however, they were not necessarily passive learners.  
Mindset at the Core  
In referring to the core, Wenger et al. (2002) posit that the core participants, along with 
their knowledge and competence, are the driving force of the learning that happens in the CoP. 
On the other hand, peripheral participants are seen as observing the more active core members as 
they learn how to participate more fully in the community through sustaining interactions around 
a common domain. This suggests that the core of a CoP contains participants who have full 
capacity over the domain of the CoP and that peripheral members are then observing and 
learning from this core as they move into becoming more active participants. However, the CoP 




competence. While High-level participants shared an interest in challenging others and being 
challenged, Medium-level and Low-level participants also brought in other important 
characteristics that contributed to the CoP’s domain. More importantly, the only common code 
describing all participants’ experiences of the community was that of a mindset for learning. 
Given that a mindset for learning was the only common characteristic found among all 
participants, it might be that this CoP’s core is better defined by the domain of holding a mindset 
for learning than by characteristics held by any one participant. This means there were no central 
members bringing in content for others to consume, but rather, participants shared a mindset for 
learning and aimed for a co-creation of ideas. 
Horizontalization of Participation Levels 
Wenger et al. (2002) introduce a CoP as having core participants and peripheral 
participants, where peripheral members are observing the more active core members as they 
learn how to participate more fully in the community. This notion is drawn from the concept of 
legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), where periphery-level participants 
are thought of as newcomers in what I describe as an apprenticeship model. This means that core 
members are seen to have more capacity for participation in the community than peripheral 
members. Learning in a CoP involves gaining the capacity to participate in the CoP, and so 
peripheral members are seen as learning from core members. I interpret this presentation of roles 
in a CoP as a hierarchical structure since core members seem to have more power than peripheral 
members in the inner workings of the community. 
Since pedagogical identity involves educators, Bovin (2014) suggests that the more the 
participants’ pedagogical identity is in misalignment with the pedagogy introduced in the CoP, 




the core position through engagement, collaboration, gaining knowledge, and content from 
guidance and teachings from the experts to become mature practitioners in terms of competence. 
These newcomers, “move in a centripetal direction… motivated by the growing use value of 
participation, and [their] desires to become full practitioners” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 69). 
This movement through the levels as one gains pedagogical competence emphasizes the 
separation of the roles of members of the community. 
In this study, the roles of participants did not appear to be determined by their 
pedagogical competence. Instead, their roles, as the participants experienced it, were determined 
more by their shared characteristics and values when participating in the PLC. Participants of the 
online PLC shared a mutual interest around a mindset for learning. This interest was independent 
of participants’ participation level. However, these participants wanted different things and had 
the autonomy to choose those, and that was what potentially determined their role. For example, 
the Low-level participants approached this PLC with the intention of reflecting rather than 
talking. They also sought affirmation like the High-levels participants, and acceptance like 
participants exhibiting Medium-level participation. This example suggested that these 
participants collaborated in a horizontally flattened structure which shifted the model from a 
possible apprenticeship into a distributed model of leadership. 
Distributed leadership “supports shared decision-making and promotes collaboration 
between [educators]… as a team effort with changing roles and relationships of teachers and 
leaders” (Lin et al., 2018, p. 546). By participants exercising their autonomy and sharing their 
collective intelligence, values, and mindset for learning at all participation levels, my data 
suggested that a distributed leadership model best illustrates how participants chose their role in 




(2014) as cited by Krogler Hill (2018) explains that shared leadership involves risk and takes 
some courage to step forward to provide this leadership. In the following section, equitable 
supports are suggested that could provide what participants need at each participation level to be 
able to experience and contribute collaboratively on terms that match their characteristics and 
value systems.  
Equitable Supports 
What makes experiences meaningful? The most meaningful experiences shared by 
participants at all levels of this study was embracing a mindset for learning, developing a sense 
of community, welcoming a diversity of perspectives, and the use of protocols for supporting 
each other at any participation level during this online PLC. To make these experiences 
meaningful to all members of the community, sharing their expertise on a level playing field 
might facilitate engagement at all levels of participation. The core of the CoP was described by 
Lave and Wenger (1991) as being concerned with the shared competence being developed by 
core members over time. Instead, the core could consider the shared competence to be held by all 
members in the CoP even if some of that is not yet surfaced using the traditional organizational 
protocols. I suggest that, rather than being concerned with organization around shared 
competence, attention would be placed on developing equitable protocols so that peripheral 
participants may contribute their expertise along site core participants. These peripheral 
participants would not be considered as having limited pedagogical competence because they are 
not participating as actively as the more central participants. Peripheral participants should be 
considered as vital components of the community who require different supports than perhaps 




PLC access to a variety of supports that best suit their needs allows them to experience value in 
their community and in their learning. 
High and Medium-level participants valued the experience of intentionality. Wenger et 
al. (2020) identify that members in learning spaces like this online PLC have “to be more 
intentional about enabling learning that happens, and the interactions with others, rather than the 
results being taught” (p. 42). To enable learning and promote the interaction of others, “the 
people who do the enabling help create the conditions for caring about what matters to 
participants, for engaging uncertainty, and for paying attention. These efforts range from very 
informal…to formal…opportunities” (p. 313). Since the High and Medium-level participants in 
this study valued intentionality, these were the members of the community that had an increased 
capacity to provide equitable supportive opportunities for participants at other participation 
levels. This was because they were the ones who could identify the conditions of the PLC and 
gauge the needs of the group most optimally. This meant that an unseized opportunity in this 
PLC could have been around encouraging these members to find ways to make space for other 
participants to engage. 
Medium and Low-level participants valued the experience of acceptance in this online 
PLC. As Wenger et al. (2020) write, “a criterion for belonging to the space is that participants 
have to find these accounts of practice relevant to them, appreciate the subtleties of practice, and 
view its challenges as an opportunity for learning rather than an opening to be judgmental” (p 
413). When participants feel accepted, they have a sense of belonging, which lessens their fear of 
judgement by others in their community. In this state, their minds are open to learning and 
listening to a diversity of perspectives. Wenger et al. (2020) recommend the use of storytelling in 




another, and feel like they belong to the group. “Once participants have had a taste of this kind of 
facilitated story telling about practice, they start to relish that time” (p. 414) and find relevance in 
their learning. The protocols and supports members of the PLC could offer and receive from all 
participation levels was the gift of story to feel acceptance. Therefore, finding ways for Medium 
and Low-level participants to engage in storytelling about their practices might help support their 
feelings of acceptance in the PLC. 
Finally, both High and Low-level participants valued affirmation. As Wenger et al. 
(2020) write, “approval of what you are doing from others in the field can increase your 
confidence… This can address your uncertainty and gives you material to work with to make a 
difference” (p. 277). In this study, both High and Low-level participants were looking for 
approval from their peers and confirmation that their practices were valid and relevant. Being 
“open to diverse perspectives, [and] providing a window into each other’s [practice can be 
experienced through] structured or semi-structured interactions or protocols that encourage turn-
taking and deep listening” (Wenger et al., 2020, p. 273). Since these High and Low-level 
participants valued affirmation, protocols that enhance the sharing of their ideas to enable the 
sharing of approval and providing intentional opportunities for other members to deeply listen to 
those perspectives, could enhance this value of affirmation.  
As such, sharing a mindset for learning was shared by participants of all levels to form a 
community composed of members with a diversity of perspectives. In order for those voices to 
be heard, equitable supports that meet the needs of each participation level may strengthen 
participants’ ability to contribute effectively while engaging in experiences that promote 
intentionality, acceptance, and affirmation. With these supports, participants might optimize their 




In the following section, limitations of this study will be outlined which involve my bias, 
competence in data collection, and surroundings that may have impacted my results and the 
analyses of them. 
Limitations 
I noted three main limitations to my study. The first was my own bias and past 
experiences with PLCs, including my facilitation of the PLC for this study. These could have 
affected my interpretation of my results. Secondly, I have limited experience in collecting 
interview data through questioning. Third, was the surrounding environment my online PLC was 
subjected to during the COVID-19 pandemic. Each posed different yet relevant limitations to this 
study. 
Managing My Bias 
When investigating using qualitative methods, I needed to be aware of the holistic fallacy 
(Miles et al., 2014) one might portray when collecting and analyzing results from data. As a 
practicing researcher, I was mindful when interpreting data to ensure that I was not generalizing 
patterns and finding more congruencies than what really existed in the actual data collected. This 
is known as limitation transparency. For example, secondary school teachers were only used in 
this study. The data collected and conclusions that were drawn from the analysis may not be 
transferable to other educational levels such as elementary, middle school, or adult age groups in 
an online PLC. All participants were from the same school. If other members from other schools 
belonged to the same online PLC, would their perceptions of their participation be similar? 
However, not all the members of the online PLC were participants in this study. Being clear by 
stating that 16 teachers were members of the group and, out of those, 6 participated in this study, 




study. Would the data be different if all members participated? In addition, each teacher 
participant of this online PLC was a voluntary member. Results of other studies may vary 
depending on mandatory participation enforced by administration.  
To avoid an “elite” bias while collecting the data, I wanted to make sure all participants 
were equally represented and ensure that I did not let data from articulate, well-informed 
participants outweigh those who were less informed (Miles et. al., 2014). Taking this into 
consideration, this study randomly selected six participants to interview (the first six members to 
sign the letter of consent) to ensure I was not choosing the participants. Was this random sample 
an average representation of the members in this PLC? I also identified surprises in the data, 
reflected on those using my bracketing journal, and followed up with additional clarifying 
questions to that participant. As an example, to make sure I did not assume one of my 
participants was targeted by a specific participation level as noted in my bracketed journal, I 
followed up with that individual to ask a clarifying question after their interview. This 
knowledge allowed me to feel confident that I was leading the study with participants’ 
perceptions and not my own biased observations.  
To keep my research question firmly in mind, I focused on the topic and did not wander 
off to follow other alluring interests or interesting events, as outlined in Miles et al. (2014). 
Therefore, keeping a bracketing journal and reviewing it with my supervisor as my expert reader 
every two weeks enabled judgements, assumptions, or biases in my observations to be realized. 
Also, using an interview protocol and predetermined coding methods (descriptive and values 
coding) before data collection that best suited my qualitative phenomenological study for an 
online PLC was used to structure and focus the inquiry and stay true to the question for this 




transcripts were anonymized and member checked before I started my first level coding. This 
was to ensure that I could go through all transcripts within three days to keep the same frame of 
mind and have continuity in my coding choices. When determining themes, I relied on the 
frequency of occurrence of the codes for each participant and commonality of those codes 
between each participant level. 
My Research 
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) explain through their triple crisis (representation, 
legitimization, praxis) that it is problematic for qualitative researchers to directly capture the 
lived experiences of the participants in a study. For this study, to reduce such problems, certain 
checks were put into place so that every participant was represented equally. To not objectify the 
participants, thick descriptions using the participants’ own words during the interview were used 
to describe themselves, their characteristics, and the context of the study. Keeping the interview 
transcripts anonymized, having the participants member check their transcript, using direct 
quotes from the participants in determining codes for analysis, and complying with the ethical 
review process all strengthened the representation of the participants by providing multiple 
pieces of evidence.    
Another criterion Denzin and Lincoln (2005) map out are the problems that stem from 
“the validity and the reliability when evaluating and interpreting data” (p. 19). To strengthen the 
trustworthiness and believability of this study, direct quotes from participants were used for 
coding and documented in an Excel spreadsheet. Tools such as an interview protocol were 
established so the questions were not leading in any way, legitimizing the online PLCs results. 
The study was conducted while participants were still engaged in the online PLC, months after 




My Surrounding Environment 
Since this study was conducted as an online PLC, COVID-19 restrictions (educators were 
advised not to meet face-to-face for school meetings) did not have a direct impact on the 
structure of the PLC, the virtual platform used for communication between those members 
participating, or collecting the data in the form of online interviews. The act of virtual interaction 
only during these PLC meetings for the duration of this study was already within the guidelines 
of the COVID-19 safety protocols in schools. However, just the thought of conducting meetings 
and learning new student-centered strategies to help us grow in our practice during a pandemic 
brought on its own unique limitations to the study. Being concerned not only for their health and 
safety, but that of their family, friends, students, staff, community, and beyond, brought added 
stress and anxiety to the members’ lives. This might have had an impact on the participants’ 
level of participation, how they engaged in the activities, or the way they answered their 
interview questions. Every member had different coping strategies for times of crisis and 
whether we know it or not, we do alter our behavior to reflect our surroundings. 
In addition to dealing with the health and safety concerns of the pandemic, educators 
were also faced with continuing to implement a new BC curriculum and adapting to a new 
school schedule. This schedule allowed student cohorts to meet face-to-face for part of the term, 
then switch to online for the other part of the term. Teaching online required blended-learning 
teaching strategies as well as alternative ways to evaluate student learning. So many changes in 
such a short period of time could cause frustration and exhaustion. Trying to find a balance 
between work and family in a time of crisis was truly difficult. This could have had a toll on the 





Despite the limitations, from this study I have gained a deeper understanding of the 
phenomenon of teacher participation within an online PLC and their experiences of participation. 
This research provided insight into how to create, cultivate, and sustain future online PLCs. 
How to Create an Online PLC? 
Providing an opportunity/platform to join an online PLC community was only a starting 
point. The platform could be accessible to all educators in the district and educators could have 
the ability to create their own online PLC Team on the district platform. Giving educators the 
autonomy to create and join online PLCs of their choice that align with their own professional 
interests, values, and passions empowers members to learn, share, and grow in their practice.  
Once joined, members could complete a survey that would help the facilitators gain insight on 
what knowledge they wish to acquire, what ideas they would like to share, and how it would 
bring meaning and value to their practice. These surveys could then establish a shared purpose 
and protocols for the online PLC. Listening to this feedback might enable the PLC to craft topics 
in the meetings that are relevant to the participants and their needs. When all the members are 
involved in idea creation and not just knowledge consumption, this may enable intrinsically 
motivated individuals with a mindset for learning. 
How to Cultivate an Online PLC? 
This study revealed how important it is to not assume that participation of members in the 
online PLC is related to their level of competency. Engagement of online PLC members can take 
many different forms. The need for time and space for reflection in Low-level participants may 
require protocols such as an open chat forum during the meeting that is monitored and 




ideas or review the topics of discussion during and after the meetings. Medium-level participants 
may feel the need for connection to other members in the group or to the material presented. 
Protocols such as setting aside the first 10 minutes of the meeting to socialize or play a quick 
game could aid in establishing social bonds (e.g., Zen4Ten). In addition, members could have the 
opportunity to create their own digital professional profile. This could enable other members in 
the group to identify commonalities, professional interests/passions or expertise other educators 
possess, and aid in finding a collaboration connection asynchronous from meeting times. Finally, 
High-level participants who seek to challenge their own practice or the ideas of others could 
achieve this by inviting individuals to speak at the online PLC meetings that have diversified 
perspectives so ideas can be viewed, discussed, and debated from multiple lenses. Since the PLC 
is online, the platform could enable speakers to participate from within our school, a different 
school, the community, or abroad. In addition, a website, Instagram page, Twitter account, or 
Facebook post could be created based on ideas from the meeting to extend and continue the 
discussion beyond the school to other educators across the world. 
How to Sustain an Online PLC? 
From this study, three codes were identified that participants valued in their online PLC 
experience: Intentionality, acceptance, and affirmation. To sustain an online PLC over the long 
term, the participants may need the foundation of the PLC to be based on these values. High and 
Medium-level participants valued intentionality when attending the meetings. These participants 
were clear that coming in ready to engage with a learning mindset was a key asset for successful 
group learning. Keeping the meetings fresh by introducing new technology, supportive tools, or 
innovative ideas based on members’ needs, wants, and passions could continue to pique the 




challenge to engage in and the Medium-level participants could use the new tools and ideas to 
form stronger connections to members or concepts presented.  
Medium and Low-level participants valued acceptance in terms of allowing a diversity of 
voices to be heard, being open to listening to new ideas, and having a safe space to do so. The 
online PLC could invite guest speakers such as educators from outside the PLC, from other 
schools, stakeholders from the community, or students to share their perspectives on their 
passion projects or topics close to their heart that need to be heard. This event could provide the 
additional collaborative connections and new ideas to reflect upon that also further supports 
Medium and Low-level participants in their online PLC experience. 
High and Low-level participants experienced affirmation as a closely held value as PLC 
members. In this case, members could share their work and others could confirm that those ideas 
were valid, interesting, and/or understand that the other members could be trusted critical friends 
with their work. If mindset for learning is at the core of the community, and the levels of 
participation are equitable in nature, then the fear of judgement from other participation levels 
could be suspended and everyone could collaborate and learn from each other. 
Conclusions 
From understanding the three participation levels, the shared mindset for learning, and 
suggestions for more equitable protocols for supporting those participants, I took time to reflect 
on this study and the information it provided me to better initiate, cultivate, and sustain online 
PLCs. Looking beyond this, I identified how this study had evolved my leadership style, and 
what future projects I would like to be involved in to help answer extending questions that 






What characteristics do I have as a leader that could empower teachers in their 
collaboration journey during online PLCs? Characteristics I perceive of my personal and 
professional identity include three main categories: (a) Life-long learning - Gaining knowledge 
to link my innovative ideas to educational theory and pedagogy; (b) Building relationships – 
Finding, creating and sustaining safe, supportive and engaging online PLCs within my school; 
and (c) Empowerment – Using my ideas to help educators to grow and thrive in their student-
centered learning practices. These are the authentic characteristics that I try to exhibit daily.  
These characteristics align with the behaviors of a transformational leader, “such as intellectual 
stimulation and individual consideration [to create] a supportive organizational climate that 
stimulates high levels of work engagement and enhances followers’ internal motivation” (Amor 
et al., 2020, p.169). A transformational approach to leadership may be required to create a 
change in the educational hierarchy from a top-down model to a culture that leads from the 
bottom up. This may require transformational teacher-leaders like me, who can support and 
empower educators at all levels of participation and promote teacher-led PLCs to flow easily 
within my school, the district, and beyond. Creating innovative online PLCs is an opportunity for 
educators to engage in learning, sharing resources, and gaining additional support in the wake of 
student-centered learning in the 21st century. 
Impactful Questioning 
How do teachers’ experience their participation in an online PLC? The participants of 
this study experienced their participation in three different levels (High, Medium, Low). All of 
these participation levels engaged in the online PLC with a mindset for learning. Beyond 




investigating this question, I have a better understanding of how to create relevance that 
intrinsically motives participants with a shared mindset for learning, cultivate involvement by 
imbedding equitable supports, and sustain the online PLC by creating a culture that honours and 
strengthens their experiences so that participants can find value in their learning.  
From answering my inquiry question, understanding how to develop future online PLCs, 
and describing my new findings, more questions come to mind for further investigation: 
• How would you design a mentorship program based on equitable levels of participation 
and supports so both mentors and mentees value the experience of their learning as a 
reciprocal relationship? 
• How can informal leaders transform the use of online PLCs within their schools to 
promote collaboration for educators between schools and beyond? 
Pursuing such questions can help advance new understandings of how PLCs in educational 
settings can be improved and tailored to group needs. In this way, each educator has the 
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Semi-structured Interview Protocol 
The following are prompts for a semi-structured interview for participants to reflect on their 
Professional Learning Community (PLC) participation. If you feel uncomfortable with any of the 
questions being asked you will have the option not to answer the question. If you wish to 
withdraw as a participant, you will need to make this known during the interview or notify the PI 
by email or phone. However, once the transcript of the interview meets your editing approval, 
the data will be used for this research project. 
 
1. What is a professional learning community? 
• What is the purpose of a PLC?   
• Who is it composed of? 
 
2. How would you say a face-to-face PLC compares to this online PLC? 
• Can you describe your experiences in terms of meeting structures, tools used for 
discussions/sharing resource and professional collaboration relationships formed 
in this PLC? 
 
3. Why is this professional learning community important to you and your practice? 
• How does this PLC contribute to your growth and development in their practice? 
• How does this PLC promote collaborating and sharing of ideas with others? 
• How have you found the diversity of ideas in this PLC? 
 
4. How do you view your participation during our online PLC meetings and why? 
• What and how did you contribute to this PLC? 
• How did your contributions in this online PLC make you feel? 
 
5. Can you think of any changes we could make to this PLC that would improve your 
experience with it? 




• What further supports are needed for you in this online PLC to aid in your 
collaboration and learning experience? 
6. What is the pseudonym and pronoun of your choice to be used in the anonymized 
transcript so not to reveal your identity within the study? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
